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Operationalisingthe Conceptof
BasicNeeds
RICHARDJ. SZAL*
If anurn doesnot havethecharacteristicsof anurn,howcanwecallit anurn.
Confucius; TheSayingsof Confucius
Muchrhetorichasappearedoverthelastfewyearsaboutthedesirabilityof
the basic-needsapproachto developmentplanning. The basic-needsapproach,
however,hasremainedmoreof a proclamationof goodintentionsthana strategy
for development. Operationalisingit posescertaindifficulties. In thisarticle,
two novelwaysof transformingthebasic-needsphilosophyinto concretepolicies
andstrategiesarepresented. The discussionconsistsof explanationsof planning
toolsentitledbasic-needsactivitiesandproductpathanalysis.Finally,somebrief
commentsareofferedon theuseof popularparticipationin a basic-needstrategy
andpossibletrade-offsbetweenbasic-needsatisfactionandgrowth.
The continuingdebateoverthe optimalwayto raisetheemploymentand
incomeearningopportunitiesof the poor,particularlyin developingcountries,
culminatedin the WorldEmploymentConferenceof the InternationalLabour
Organisationin 1976whichurgedthat
Strategiesand nationaldevelopmentplansand policiesshouldincludeexplicitly asa
priority objectivethe promotionof employmentand the satisfactionof basicneedsof
eachcountry'spopulation[2,para.13].
Translatingthisratheropenproclamationi toactionposesdifficulties,however.
Certainfundamentalquestionsariseassoonasoneconsiderstheimplementationfa
basic-needsstrategy.Whatarebasicneeds?Howisabasic-needsstrategydifferent
fromthosewhichhavebeenpursuedin thepast? Thisisnottheplacetogointoa
fullanddetailediscussionof thephilosophybehindtheconceptofbasicneeds,but
afewclarificationscanbegiven.
Thebasic-needsapproachshouldbeviewedasanorganisingconcept.Past
developmentstrategieshavebeena typeof top-downapproachin thesensethat
macro-economicgoalsfor growthweresetandthenthebenefitsweretofilterdown
to thepopulationthroughnutrition,education,healthandhousingprogrammes,
*The authoris associatedwith the Rural DevelopmentPoliciesBranch,Employmentand
DevelopmentDepartment,ILO, Geneva. '
238 RichardJ. Szal
OperationalisingtheConceptof BasicNeeds 239
amongothers.WhattheWorldEmploymentConferenceemphasisedis thatsuchan
approach asn'tworkedto solvethepovertyproblem,andthus,it cannotbe
expectedto succeedin thefuture. For manyreasonsthelinkbetweenthemacro
goalsandthesocialprogrammeshasnotmaterialised,or if it has,thebenefitshave
notflowedto theintendedrecipients.Thebasic.needsapproachadvocatesamore
microviewto planningin thatthesocialprogrammesaredesignedandcarried
out,andtheyaredesignedinsuchawayastoleadtoeconomicgrowth.Growthisa
resultofsociallyorientedprogrammesandnotthereverse.
Thereis notoneuniversalsetof basicneeds. Thedefinitionof whatconsti.
tutesthemwill varyfromonecountrytoanother,andto theextentpossible,the
peoplethemselvesshouldbetheonesto definetheirneeds. Possiblecandidates
includefood,clothing,shelter,education,health,waterandsanitation,andtranspor-
tation. Somewouldincludenon-physicalitemsinthelist,suchasemploymentand
participationi thedecisionswhichaffectone'slife. Justasthereis notoneuni.
versalsetof basicneeds,thereisnotonestandardbasic-needsstrategy.Thereisthe
basic.needsapproachwhichmustbetranslatedintoabasic-needsstrategyappropri-
ateto requirementsandresourcesof eachparticularcountry. Howthiscanbe
transformedintoactionhasbeenthesubjectofmuchdebatebothwithinandoutside
theILO. Thepurposeof theremainderof thispaperistooffertwonovelwaysthat
canbeusedtooperationalisetheconceptofbasicneeds.
BASIC-NEEDSACTIVITIES
At therequestof thegovernments,heILO hasconductedetailed,although
exploratory,studiesof theimplicationsof implementinga basic-needsstrategyin
Bangladesh,Guyana,Kenya,the Philippines,Portugal,SierraLeone,Somalia,
Swaziland,Tanzania,ThailandandZambia. Theapproachin eachof thesestudies
hasbeendifferent,a majorreasonbeingthatdataavailablehavevariedfromone
countryto another.An interestingandusefulapproachwasdevelopedin arecent
planningexercisein Kenya. Basedupona setof criteria,anattemptwasmadeto
identifywhatweretermed"basicneedsactivities". In thecaseof Kenya,the
criteriawerethatanactivity
(1) raisesincomesof thetargetgroupsthroughemploymentcreation,asset
redistributionand productivity-enhancingmeasuresto reacha target
incomeoveraspecifiedperiod;
(2) makesa directcontributionto theachievementof thetargetsestablished
in respectof corebasicneedsuchasnutrition,health,education,housing
andwater;
(3) increasesproductionof otherbasicgoodsandservicespurchasedby
low-incomegroupsfromtheirdisposableincomesandby publicsector
andcommunalgencies;and
(4) enhancesdecentralisation,participationandself-reliance.
In additiontothesecriteria,basicneedsactivitiesshould,totheextentpossible,
(a) usesimplequipment;
(b) haverelativelysmallcapitalcost;
(c) requirelowskil11evels;and
(d) uselocalmaterials[1].
Unavoidably,notallprojectscanmeetall thecriteria,particularly(a)to (d). Fur-
thermore,thesecriteriaweredevelopedfor theparticularsituationof Kenya,and
othercountriesmayrequireadifferentoranexpandedset.
An importantpointto rememberis thatthereexistmajorforwardandback-
wardlinkageswithall basic.needsactivities. An expansionof low-costhousing
programmeswil11eadto increaseddemandforskilledandunskilledlabouraswellas
locallyproducedhousingmaterials.Increasedemphasisonruralroadbuildingwill
increasedemandfor simpleimplements.Theincreasedemploymentresultingfrom
sucheffortswillboostincomes,thusleadingtogreaterdemandforbasic-needsgoods
andservices.Thisalsomaygiveimpetustomoreinformal-sectoractivities.
In amovetowardsastrategyofbasic-needsactivities,certainquantitativeand
qualitativeinformationis required. To a certainextentheapproachtoplanning
andthetechniquesusedwill dictatedatarequirements.Thedataareneededto
obtainestimatesof requiredresources,aswellasformonitoringprogressandassess-
ingtheover.all impactof theprojects.Theimportanceof simplicityin thetech.
niqueschosencannotbeoveremphasised,sincesophisticateddataarenotgenerally
availablein developingcountries. Analyticallyspeaking,lesssophisticatedtech.
niquesmaybeinferior,yetoperationalfeasibilitymaydictatethattechniques,such
asinput.outputables,beavoided. In thecaseof Kenya,thefollowingtypesof
dataweresuggested:
(a) natureofoutput;
(b) valueofoutput;
(c) capitalexpenditure;
(d) recurrentexpenditure;
(e) localcosts;
(f) foreignexchangecosts;
(g) labourequirementsbyskillcategories;
(h) rawmaterialsrequirements;
(i) toolsandequipment;and
G) valueaddedbywagesandsurplus.
Suchinformationwill needtobesupplementedwithinformationofamorequalita-
tivenaturewhichindicatesdecentralisation,participationandself.reliance.Possi-
blecandidatesincludelocaldecision-makingpower,sizeof activity,ownershipand
controlof implementation.
240 RichardJ. Szal OperationalisingtheConceptof BasicNeeds 241
Baseduponsuchconsiderations,majorbasic-needsactivitiesin Kenya1were
identifiedas:
(1) TheRuralAccessRoadsProgramme.Themainobjectivesareto improve
transportandotherlinks to relativelyinaccessiblepartsof ruralareas
utilisinglabour-intensivetechniques,operatingonasmallscalewithstress
on decentralisationa dlocalparticipationin selectionof sitesandin
repairandmaintenance.It is hopedtherebyto stimulateruraldevelop-
mentandprovideemploymentopportunitiesto low-incomegroupsin
ruralareas,especiallyduringslackseasons;
(2) TheRural WorksProgramme.The basicobjectivesareemployment
creationfor poorruralfamilies,creationofeconomicallyusefulassetsand
increasedanddecentralisedparticipationi theplanningprocess;
(3) TheIntegratedAgriculturalDevelopmentProgramme.Itsmajorobjective
is to reachthethusfarbypassedpoorsmallholdersto increaseagricultural
productionof foodcropsfordomesticconsumption;
(4) Promotionof theInformalSector.Thissectorischaracterisedbyeaseof
entry,relianceon indigenousresources,familyownershipof enterprise,
small-scaleoperation,labour-intensiveadaptedtechnology,skillsacquired
informallyandunregulatedandcompetitivemarkets.Thesectorgener-
atesmuchemploymentandproducesawiderangeof goodsandservices
consumedby low-incomegroups. Theaimis to reduceharassmentby
publicauthorities,improvepremises,increaseaccessto creditandreduce
licensingproblems;
(5) SiteandServiceHousingSchemes.Basicinfrastructuralworkisunder-
takenby publicauthoritieswhilethe buildingof thehouseis left to
plot-owners.Thebuildingof thehousecanbedonebytheplot-owners.
Thebuildingof thehousecanbedoneby theplot-ownerhimself,ona
cooperativebasiswithotherplot-ownersor throughsub-contractingto
privatesmallbuilders. Themajorcharacteristicsof theprogrammeare
highlylabour-intensivet chniques,relativelysimple,low-costtoolsand
localmaterials;
(6) TheRuralWaterSupplyProgramme.Besidecontributingdirectlyto the
achievementof amajorbasicneed,thisprogrammecanbeviewedasone
whichraisesproductivityby thesupplyof safewater. To theextent
possible,theprogrammewillbeundertakenusingself-helpgroups;
(7) TheUniversalAdultLiteracyProgramme.Thisprogrammeaimsatincreas-
ingtheproductivityofaparticularlydeprivedgroupaswellasatmakinga
contributionto thesatisfactionof anothermajorbasicneed.It isalsoto
operatewithina decentralised,participatoryandself-reliantframework;
and
(8) TheRuralHealthDevelopmentProject.Theaimof thisprojectistocut
theincidenceof preventableh althproblemsbyone-halfby 1984. The
projectis baseduponconventionalswell as theprimaryhealth-care
approach.Thiswillincreaseworkerproductivity,createmploymentand
bebasedoncommunityparticipationi decision-makingandimplementa-
tion.
Thisrathershortexpositionconcealsmanyimportantpointswhichwill need
to betakenintoaccountinplanning.Resourcerequirementsneedtobeconsidered.
Therearealsotheorganisational,dministrativeandtrainingneedsthatneedto be
fulfIlled. Finally,properimplementationwill requiremonitoringandevaluationof
theprogrammesandprojectsothat,shouldproblemsarise,anattemptcanbemade
to rectifythembeforetoo muchharmis doneto objectiveachievement.The
importanceof abasic-needsactivityapproachtoplanningstemsfromitsmethodolo-
gicalapproachto theeconomicas well as thesocialobjectivesof development.
Whilesuchan approachis a considerableadvanceovermore'conventionalones,
therewillstillbepoorwhowill notbereached.Withtimeandexperience,alarger
effortcanbemadeinthefuturetoincludetheminthedistributionof thebenefits.
PRODUCTPATH ANALYSIS
An alternative,althoughnot necessarilydistinct,way of operationalising
theconceptof basicneedsis throughtheuseof productpathanalysis.2Thistool
allowsoneto disaggregatevariousdevelopmentprogrammesso asto ascertainthe
extentto whichtheycontributeto meetingtherequirementsof diversetarget
groups.Theanalysesundertakenwithproductpathanalysisareessentiallytheflow
ofcertaininputsintooutputs.
Thefirststepin theprocessis to identifypreciselythecomponentsof basic
needs.Thismeansthatit isnotsufficienttosaythatfoodisabasicneed,butrather
whattypesof foodtakepriority. Thus,forexample,onemayfindthatpulsecrops
areaconsumptiongoodof thepoorin asubsistenceeconomy.It isthennecessary
to determinewhattherequirementsof theparticulargoodorservicearebasedupon
a "rationalbudget"for a representativepoor household. Variousdifferent
conditionswilldeterminewhatisrational,e.g.legitimacy,socialacceptance,r ason-
ablenesswith respecto possibleoutputandphysiologicalnorms. Therational
budgetrequirementswhichresultcanthenbecomparedwithcurrentconsumption
habits. The resultis eithershortfalloroverconsumptionthatformsthepointof
departureforplanningwithproductpathanalysis.
lOnly themajorjustificationsfroma basic-needsactivityviewpointaregivenhere. For a
fullerdiscussion,see[1,pp.98 - 133]. 2Much of this section is basedupon [3] .
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Theuseof productpathanalysisis bestillustratedby wayof example.A
ratherlesscomplicatedexampleis thatof irrigation.First,it isnecessarytoanalyse
theexpectedistributionof thewatersuppliedbytheprojectovervariousdifferent
typesof output. For simplicity,assumethatone-halfof thewatersuppliedwillbe
usedfor pulsecropsandtheotherhalffor maizeproduction.Low-incomegroups
accountfor 40 percentof thepulsemarketand10percentof themaizemarket.
Assumefurtherthatpulsecropsarearequirementforthelowerclasseswhilemaizeis
not Thus,25percentof thewatersuppliedthroughtheirrigationprojectisimpor-
tantinmeetingthedemandof thelowerclass((.40x .50)+(.10x .50)). Thisfigure
is madeup of therequirementscomponent,20percent,andthatof non-required
maize,Spercent.
It shouldbeclearfromthissimplifiedexamplethatproductpathanalysishas
numeroususesinplanning.Indeed,theanalysishasbeenappliedinvariousdevelop-
ingcountriesto powerplants,hospitals,steelfactoriesandcementworks,among
others. Onecanenvisagethat,withsomemodificationandimagination,thistool
couldalsobeappliedto ananalysisof policiesuchasrural-developmentstrategies
aimedatsmallfarmersorwagepolicyandindustrialization.A slightlymoresophis-
ticatedexampleofproductpathanalysisgiveninTable1.
Theprojectunderconsiderationi Table1 isa fertilizerplant. Thefertilizer
producedwill bechanneledintopulse,cottonandmaizeproductionin thepropor-
tionsindicatedin column2. Theseintermediateoutputswill betransformedinto
thefinalconsumergoodsasgivenincolumn3. Thenextcolumnisthedistribution
of fertilizeramongthevariousfinalconsumptiongoods.Thefiguresin thiscolumn
arederivedby multiplyingtheappropriateproportionsin columns2 and3. The
marketshareof thelow-incometargetgroupineachof thevariousoutputs(column
5) mustbeobtainedfromothersources.Thismightbe,for example,anexisting
householdincomeandexpendituresurvey.Giventhesefigures,it ispossibletoesti-
matethedemandof thetargetgroupfor theoutputof thisproject. Column6 is
obtainedby themultiplicationof thefertilizerdistributionandthemarketshare.
Thesumof column6, i.e.32.0,impliesthatthatpercentageof totaloutputflowsto
thetargetgroup. It shouldbenotedthatthecomplementto 100.0,i.e.68.0,isthe
amountof outputwhichwill flowto thenon-targetedgroup. Finally,column6is
comparedwithcolumn7. Thelattercolumnisderivedfromthe"rationalbudget"
alludedtoearlierandthefiguresrepresenttheneedsof thetargetgroupforeachof
theoutputs. Fromthecomparisonof thecolumns,onewouldconcludethatthe
fertilizerplantin questionis importantfor basic-needssatisfaction.Indeed,for
thosecomponentswhichhaveanon-zerorequirement,theprojectoutputmeetsor
surpassestheminthedemandfulfilled.
Productpathanalysisis,thus,anattempto empiricallyreconstructtheflow
of inputsintooutputswithaviewto theirefficacyin fulf1llingtherequirementsof
basicneeds.Tothisextent,it seemstobeatoolwell-suitedtoprovidinganswersto
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socialdevelopmentquestionsaswell aseconomicones. Its simplicityonly servesto
increaseits attractiveness.Asidefrom its usein identifyingpriorities,projectpath
analysiscanbeusedto evaluatexistingprogrammesandpoliciesvis-a-vistheircon-
tributionto basic-needsatisfaction. Parallelto suchefforts,otherswill needto be
undenakenwhichevaluatespecificallytheemployment-generatingeffectsof projects
andpolicies. On thisscore,thefertilizer-plantexampleabovemightnot faresowell.
It is certainthat in manycasesemploymentwill needto be givenashigha priority
asphysical-needfulfilment. In the end,employmentwill proveto betheonlysus-
tainablesolution to theproblemof poverty.
Grass-roots participationcan contributeto improvementsin living standardsand
meetingbasicneedsin fourways:
(1) by helpingto identifybasicneeds;
(2) by mobilisingresourcesto meetbasicneeds;
(3) by improvingthedistributionof essentialgoodsandservices;and
(4) by satisfyingpeople'sdesireto participatein decisionswhich affect
theirlives.
Popularparticipationcantaplocalknowledgeof economicopportunitiesandof the
physicaland social conditionsthat affect/progressof developmentprogrammes.
Involvingpeoplein decision-makingmaydirectlyaffectemploymentby encouraging
themto providelabourandskillsfor developmentprogrammesvoluntarily,ormore
cheaplyor simply with greaterproductivity. Assetscreatedin this way, e.g.a
school,hospitalor road,canin turn contributeto theimprovementof employment
directly. Besides,thesatisfactionof basicneedsrequiresmorethanthemobilisation
of the massesto executepoliciesandprogrammesemanatingfrom decisionswhich
arebasicallybureaucraticin origin. It dependsuponmechanismsthatencourage
participationin decision-makingitself,togetherwith aprocessby whichthepoorare
organisedor organisethemselvesto ensurethat the decisionstaken are in their
interest. In a word,popularparticipationmustbe popular,a freeandspontaneous
expressionof thepeople'swill. Howeverperfecttheinstitutionsthroughwhichit is
exercised,participationthat is subjectto official controlandmanipulation,that is
a merefront for authoritariandirigismeor coercion,is not trueparticipationat all.
Irrespectiveof the tools or mechanismswhichareemployedin arrivingat a basic-
needsstrategy,ignoringthewishesof thepeopleandexcludingthemfromthedeci-
sion-makingand implementationprocess,will makethe effort only a half-success
evenif physicalneedsaremet.3
Finally, a few wordswill be saidabouteconomicgrowth. Consideringthe
overwhelmingrhetoricalcommitmentto the needto improvethe welfareof the
poor, the basic-needsconcepthasreceiveda surprisingamountof criticism,even
from unexpectedquarters. Criticismprimarilyconcernsthepossibleeffectsof such
a developmentstrategyon economicgrowth. Such critics often arguethat the
approachwill resultin areductionin savingsandproductiveinvestment,thussacrific-
ing futurefor currentconsumption.Sucha viewpointemanatesfromthesomewhat
archaiceconomictheory that economicgrowthis primarilya function of invest-
ment,narrowlydefined. It shouldbe clearthatbetternutrition,housing,health,
education,etc.,arealsoinvestments,but in humancapital. Theseinvestmentswill
resultin a moreproductivelabourforce,andanyreductionin monetaryinvestment,
whateverits consequenceson growth,areoftenmorethanoffset. Anotherimpor-
tant aspectof the responseto this criticismrelatesto the way in whichgrowthis
CONCLUDINGCOMMENTS
An attempthasbeenmadeto illustratetwo novelwayswhichhavebeen
appliedto planningsoasto operationalisetheratherphilosophicalconceptofbasic
needs. Thesetwoarenottheonlyattemptsatplanningforbasicneeds,buttoan
importantextentheyrepresenttheevolutionof thoughtonwaysinwhichtheplan-
ningprocessneedstobechangedsoastointegratesocialobjectivesmoreconcretely.
As such,thebasic-needsconceptalongwiththetwoplanningtoolspresentedhere
representscriticismsof themain-lineeconomictheoryof developmentthathave
beeninvogueinthepast.
Certaincountrieshaveshownthattherecanbeavarietyofpathsleadingtothe
sameobjectiveof meetingthebasicneedsof all membersof society. Thesepaths
involvedifferentpatternsof development,differentpolicymixesanddifferent
politicalsystems.Butoneshouldnotbedeceivedintobelievingthatabasic-needs
strategyresultsin thebestofallworlds.Sometrade-offswillberequired.Indeed,
theoutcomeof manyanalysesusingtoolssuchasthosedescribedinthispaperhave
foundthattheresultscanbedisappointing.Evenwhereconsciouseffortsaremade
to designprojectsaimedat low-incometargetgroups,theseactivitiesmayendup
servingalmostexclusivelytheneedsof a smallelite. Thisdoesnotargueforastop
in thesearchfor waysof reachingtheintendedrecipients,butratherto intensify
effortsatidentifyingimprovedmethodstoaccomplisht etask.
Therearecertainfactorsthatwerementionedat theoutsetof thepaperbut
havenotbeendiscussedin detail. Theyare,nevertheless,keyaspectsof abasic-
needstrategy.Oneimportantdistinguishingcharacteristicofabasic-needstrategy
is popularparticipation.TheWorldEmploymentConferenceof 1976,whichitwill
be recalled,unanimouslyendorsedthebasic-needsconcept,recognisedthat"the
mainthrustof a basicneedstrategymustbeto ensurethatthereis effectivemass
participation.. . in thepoliticalprocess.." [2,para.13J. Andpopularparticipa-
tionmustalsotranscendthepoliticalprocess.Whilethisisnottheplacetoenteran
in-depthdiscussionof popularparticipation,certainfactsshouldbeunderstood.
3For a fuller discussionof popular participation, see r4]
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perceived.Currentlyacceptedmeasurementsof economicgrowthshownodistinc-
tionwithrespecto whatis producedor whoreceivesit. Whetherproductionis
of gunsorof butterorwhetheroutputflowstothericheliteortotheruralpooris
of littleconcern.Justasthebasic-needsapproachisaimedatturningconventional
planningonitshead,sotoomustheconceptofeconomicgrowthbeviewedfroma
differentperspective.Thepurposeof growthis animprovementi thewelfareof
all thepeople,andwhenviewedfromthispoint,anyhypothesisedtrade-offbetween
basicneedsandgrowthmayturnoutto beamirage.Whenproperlyplannedand
implemented,economicgrowthwill be theresultratherthanthegoalof abasic.
needstrategy.
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